Initial unemployment claims rise nationally, make big jump in Indiana
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The number of Americans seeking unemployment benefits rose last week to 898,000, a
historically high number and evidence that layoffs remain a hindrance to the economy’s
recovery from the pandemic recession that erupted seven months ago.

Thursday’s report from the Labor Department shows that the job market remains fragile, and it
coincides with other recent data that have signaled a slowdown in hiring.

In Indiana, 28,864 people filed initial unemployment claims in the week ended Oct. 10, up from
an adjusted number of 10,076 the previous week, a surprisingly high increase of 18,788, or
186%. Prior to the pandemic, the state was typically seeing fewer than 3,000 claims per week.

The Indiana Department of Workforce Development said the unusually high jump in claims was
due to a “quarterly change” technicality.

“This week’s initial unemployment claims number is likely elevated due to a requirement that
claimants refile initial claims to continue on federal benefit programs,” the DWD said in a
written statement.

A total of 115,108 people were receiving unemployment benefits in Indiana as of Oct. 3, the
Labor Department said. That was down from 14,430 the previous week.

Thursday’s report also showed that an additional 372,891 people applied for jobless benefits
nationally last week under the new Pandemic Unemployment Assistance program for self-
employed and gig workers. That was a decrease from an adjusted 463,897 the previous week.

Indiana reported 11,269 new applicants for the PUA program in the week ended Oct. 10 after
reporting 12,797 new claims the previous week. The state reported 175,287 people were
receiving continued PUA aid as of Sept. 26, down from 202,155 the prior week.

PUA provides up to 39 weeks of unemployment benefits to individuals not eligible for regular
unemployment compensation or extended benefits. Those include the self-employed,
independent contractors, gig economy workers and workers for certain religious entities.

The national economy is still roughly 10.7 million jobs short of recovering all the 22 million jobs
that were lost when the pandemic struck in early spring.

The job search website Indeed said its job postings were unchanged last week, remaining about
17% below last year’s levels. Many employers still aren’t confident enough in their businesses
or in their view of the economy to ramp up hiring. Job postings had rebounded steadily over
the summer, but the gains have slowed in the past two months.



The recession has disproportionately hurt in-person service industries, especially restaurants,
hotels, travel companies and entertainment venues. The damage to those industries has left
millions of people unemployed, likely for an extended period until they are either finally
recalled to their previous jobs or switch to new careers.

The government’s report Thursday said the number of people who are continuing to receive
unemployment benefits dropped 1.2 million, to 10 million. The decline signals that many of the
unemployed are being recalled to their old jobs.

But it also reflects the fact that potentially even more people have used up their regular state
benefits—which usually expire after six months — and have transitioned to extended benefit
programs that last an additional three months.

Indeed, the number of people receiving extended benefits in late September, the latest data
available, jumped 800,000 to 2.8 million. The government also said 373,000 people applied for
jobless aid under a separate program that made the self-employed, contractors and gig workers
eligible for unemployment benefits for the first time.

That figure was 90,000 lower than in the previous week. These figures aren’t adjusted for
seasonal trends, so the government reports them separately from the traditional jobless claims.

Many jobless benefit recipients are now receiving only regular state unemployment payments
because a federal weekly supplement of $300 has ended in nearly all states. A $600-a-week
federal benefit expired over the summer.

Economists have warned that without further aid, families across the country will struggle in
coming months to pay bills, make rent, afford food and avoid eviction. But Congress has hit a
stalemate in negotiations to provide further rescue aid to jobless individuals and struggling
businesses, states and localities. Negotiations, led by Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin and
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, are continuing, although prospects appear dim.

The end of federal aid for the unemployed will likely force many of the jobless to sharply cut
their spending, thereby weakening the economy. The full impact may have been delayed,
though, by the fact that most of the federal aid was saved or was used to pare debt, according
to research by the Federal Reserve Bank of New York.

According to the New York Fed, at the end of June nearly one-quarter of jobless aid payments
had been saved. Nearly half were used to pay down debt. Just 28% of the money was spent.

And more than one-third of the $1,200 stimulus checks that went to most adults was saved,
with an additional one-third of that money used to pay off debt. Overall, Americans’ saving rate
remains sharply higher than pre-pandemic levels, suggesting that some people will be able to
continue paying some bills out of their savings, at least for now.

The end of the federal payments has also underscored the dramatically uneven nature of
unemployment benefits across states. In Arizona, for example, the maximum weekly payment



is only $240, while in neighboring California it’s $450. In Florida and Tennessee, the maximum is
just $275. In New Jersey, the top weekly benefit is $713.

And about a dozen states lowered or froze their maximum weekly payment after the 2008-2009
recession, according to a report from the Century Foundation. In North Carolina and Wisconsin,
for example, the maximum payments are no longer set as a proportion of average weekly
wages in the state, which typically rise each year. Instead, they are set according to formulas
related to a recipient’s previous earnings.

Most states had to borrow billions of dollars to fund unemployment benefits during and after
the Great Recession. To cut costs, many responded by cutting the amount or length of weekly
payments. Only a few have since reversed their cuts.

Nationwide, on average, unemployment benefits replace about 33% of what recipients earned
at their previous job. That is down from 36% in 2009.

“It is a steady downward trend,” said Andrew Stettner, a senior fellow at the Century
Foundation. “The formulas have gradually gotten more stingy.”



